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     The Regional Office of the 
Department of Health recently 
completed an on-site review/
survey of the Michael J. Fitz-
maurice State Veterans Home.  
This survey is done to verify 
the facility is in compliance 
with federal participation re-
quirements for nursing homes 
participating in the Medicare 
and/or Medicaid programs. 
     Brad Richardson, superin-
tendent for the State Veterans 
Home was very pleased with 
the results —- zero deficiencies.   
     “This was a collaborative 
effort amongst team mates, 
where they supported and 
completed one another,” said Richardson.  “We bonded together and sup-
ported one another, as alone we can do so little however, jointly we can 
overcome mountains.”    
     Richardson said, “Stand Proud South Dakota , this group of dedicated 
professionals went well above the established VA standards to ensure our 
veterans have a HOME they can be proud of.”   
     In March, the United States Department of Veterans Affairs conducted 
their review and zero deficiencies were discovered as well     
     “What a team we have cultivated,” said SDDVA Secretary Larry Zimmer-
man.  “They work to achieve the best in everything!"  
 

State veterans home exceeding inspections 
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Civil war veteran honored 

     This week, Davison County Veterans Service Office honored Civil War Veteran James M. Parker 
by providing him with a long overdue headstone.  
     Parker served in the Ohio Infantry, 21st Regiment Company I. His occupation before entering 
the Union Army was that of a teacher.  Parker was wounded at the Battle of Stone River and was a 
Prisoner of War for a brief period of time. At the time of his discharge he obtained the rank of Cor-
poral.  
     In the words of Harry S. 
Truman, “Our Debt to the he-
roic men and valiant women 
in the service of our country 
can never be repaid. They 
have earned our undying 
gratitude. America will never 
forget their sacrifices.” 
 

Senator rounds introduces legislation 

to help treat ptsd among service members 

     U.S. Senator Mike Rounds (R-S.D.), a member of the Senate Armed Services and Veterans’ Affairs 
Committees, hasintroduced the Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder Medication Prescribing Improve-
ment Act of 2016. This legislation would require each branch of the armed forces to monitor the 
prescribing practices of medications to treat symptoms of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) among service members.  
     “Unless each branch of our armed forces carefully monitor 
prescriptions of medications to treat service members with PTSD, 
they may not be following clinical practice guidelines,” said 
Rounds. “This could have negative consequences for our warf-
ighters who are undergoing treatment in military medical treat-
ment facilities. By monitoring the prescribing practices for service 
members with PTSD, we can make sure our returning warfight-
ers receive the proper treatment necessary to alleviate symptoms 
of PTSD.” 
     The Defense Department and Veterans Health Administration (VHA) have jointly developed 
clinical practice guidelines related to PTSD, which include recommendations for the treatment of 
symptoms among service members and veterans with PTSD. Rounds noted that the VHA currently 
monitors the prescribing of medications included in the PTSD guidelines, but the Defense Depart-
ment does not. 
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      Members of the South Dakota Army National Guard’s 139th Brigade Support Battalion com-
pleted a spring field training exercise at Camp Ripley, March 31-April 3, where they trained on 
basic soldier skills and conducted 
weapons qualification.  
     About 320 soldiers from the bat-
talion participated in the training, 
which included the Headquarters 
Company and Companies A and B 
of the 139th, the 115th Signal 
Company and 235th Military Police 
Company.  
     The event gave junior and sen-
ior soldiers a chance to gain experi-
ence and sharpen their warf-
ighting skills with assigned weap-
ons systems and confidence-
building courses.  
      The weapons training included 
the M2 .50 caliber machine gun, 
MK19 grenade launcher, M240B 
machine gun and M16 rifle. The soldiers sent rounds down range from foxholes to Humvee 
mounted positions and engaged targets to hone their marksmanship skills.  
     In addition to the weapons training, the soldiers negotiated several confidence-building courses 
to test their operating, communication and team work skills. This included rappelling down a 40 ft. 
tower, applying their problem solving skills during the Leader Reaction Course, clearing buildings 
at the Military Operations in Urban Terrain site, and pushing their physical limits on the obstacle 

course.  
     The training exercise was 
not only beneficial for the unit 
members – unit recruiters 
brought in prospective recruits 
to watch and participate in the 
training. The exercise gave 
them a chance to see the qual-
ity, real-world training soldiers 
conduct.  

 

 

 

139th Soldiers sharpen warfighter skills 
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     SDDVA Field Officer Kevin Bowen has had a very busy month with outreach events.    He start-
ed with Stand Downs in Mission and Kyle, followed by a funeral/estate planning meeting in Platte, 
a health fair in Jones County, and a veterans benefit briefing at Dakota Wesleyan University.      
     These outreach events afford the Department to work with our County and Tribal Veterans Ser-
vice Officers, our veterans, and their families. 
     Along the way, Bowen also had the opportunity to present some of the Korean Ambassador 
Peace Medals. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  

Bowen escalates outreach events 



P A G E  5  S O U T H  D A K O T A  D E P A R T M E N T  O F  T H E  M I L I T A R Y  
S O U T H  D A K O T A  D E P A R T M E N T  O F  V E T E R A N S  A F F A I R S  

Thune, schatz introduce bill to make 

annual veteran Cola automatic 

     U.S. Sens. John Thune (R-S.D.) and Brian Schatz (D-Hawai‘i) introduced the Veterans’ Disabil-
ity Compensation Automatic Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA) Act, bipartisan legislation that 
would require the federal government to provide disabled veterans with an automatic COLA in 
years when there is an increase in benefits payable under title II of the Social Security Act, which 
sets the requirements for disability insurance benefits.  
     “While I wish it didn’t take an act of Congress to provide our disabled veterans with the peace of 
mind they deserve, I’m glad we’re taking this important step and making this COLA permanent,” 
said Thune. 
“These brave 
men and wom-
en have given so 
much for the de-
fense of our 
country, and 
passing this leg-
islation is the 
least we can do 
to honor their 
sacrifice.”  
     “Our veterans 
have served our 
nation coura-
geously, and we 
have an obliga-
tion to make 
sure their bene-
fits cover all their 
needs,” said 
Schatz. “For too long, Congress has had to reauthorize these increases year after year, leaving disa-
bled veterans waiting and wondering if the benefits they receive will cover all their disability-
related expenses. It’s time to give these veterans and their families the security of knowing they will 
always be able to depend on the benefits they have earned.” 
     The veterans’ COLA is usually, but not automatically, enacted each year and is already anticipat-
ed in the Congressional Budget Office’s baseline, which means this bill is budget neutral and will 
provide disabled veterans much-needed certainty from year to year. 
Thune introduced similar legislation in 2008, and while the bill was included in a larger legislative 
package that the Senate unanimously approved, it was later blocked in the House of Representa-
tives.  

http://www.thune.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/2008/5/press-release-858c3149-43a0-48d0-b71a-7dddafe90579


P A G E  6  S O U T H  D A K O T A  D E P A R T M E N T  O F  T H E  M I L I T A R Y  



P A G E  7  S O U T H  D A K O T A  D E P A R T M E N T  O F  T H E  M I L I T A R Y  
S O U T H  D A K O T A  D E P A R T M E N T  O F  V E T E R A N S  A F F A I R S  

     The South Dakota Army National Guard brought four of their top enlisted Soldiers and four 
noncommissioned officers to the Black Hills, April 20-22, to compete in the state's Best Warrior 
Competition, which names the Soldier and Non-Commissioned Officer of the Year, respectively. 
     After the three-day competition, Staff Sgt. Bjorn Henstein, Joint Force Headquarters, was 
named the 2016 SDARNG Non-Commissioned Officer of the Year and Spc. Trent Miller, 200th En-
gineer Company, the 2016 SDARNG Soldier of the Year. 
      The Best Warrior Competition tests each competitor's 
Army knowledge, skills and abilities while adding the addi-
tional pressure of competition.    
      The Soldiers and NCOs were given a very brief wel-
come from State Command Sgt. James Hoekman, the 
SDNG's senior enlisted leader, and a drill floor lined with 
command sergeants major before shouts of "Gas! Gas! 
Gas!" officially kicked off the Best Warrior Competition. 
     Once in their full chemical and biological protective suits 
with their masks on, competitors move to a Firearms Train-
ing Simulator where they engage targets with the M16 ri-
fle. Moments later, competitors are handed a 50-question 
test as they board a bus to the outdoor firing range at 
West Camp Rapid to qualify on the M16 and M9 pistol. 
     Testing would continue on events ranging from build-
ing firing positions to conducting an ambush to a late-
night obstacle course. 
     The following day began with the Army Physical Fitness 
Test, followed by lanes testing their abilities to evaluate 
and treat a casualty, request medical evacuation, a timed 
five-mile ruck march, a land navigation course and a final 
event testing their familiarization with three weapons sys-
tems. 
     The third day placed competitors in front of a board of ser-
geants major who quizzed them on a wide array of Army 
knowledge before scores were tallied and winners announced at a National Guard Association 
conference in Rapid City. 
     Henstein and Miller will move on to the Region 6 Best Warrior Competition next month, where 
they will represent the SDARNG against Soldiers from Alaska, Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Mon-
tana, Wyoming and North Dakota.   
     Henstein's fellow competitors in the Non-Commissioned Officer category were: Sgt. Shawn Hul-
bert, 740th Transportation Company; Staff Sgt. Seth Fredrickson, Battery B, 1st Battalion, 147th 
Field Artillery; and Staff Sgt. Steven Zubko, 2nd Battalion, 196th Regiment (Regional Training Insti-
tute). 
     Joining Miller in the Soldier of the Year competition were: Spc. Cory Mergen, Company C, 1st 
Battalion, 189th Aviation Regiment; Spc. Rebekah Mclaughlin, 147th Army Band; and Spc. Garrett 
Welsh, Detachment 1, 235th Military Police Company. 
 

SD ARMY NATIONAL GUARD NAMES SOLDIER, 

NCO OF THE YEAR 

(L to R)  Bjorn Henstein and 

Trent Miller 
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Norris named sd guard warrant officer 

of the year 

     The South Dakota National Guard named a Rapid 
City woman as the 2016 recipient of the Chief Warrant 
Officer 4 Michael F. O'Connor Award, naming her the 
SDNG's Warrant Officer of the Year. 
     Chief Warrant Officer 4 Sandra Norris, who currently 
serves as G1 mobilization officer for Joint Force Head-
quarters in Rapid City, was selected as the most excep-
tional warrant officer after competing against warrant 
officers from several of the SDARNG's major commands. 
     The award was presented by the National Guard As-
sociation of South Dakota during its annual officers' 
conference in Rapid City, April 23. 
     "It is a great honor to be considered and selected 
among such an outstanding group of warrant officers 
throughout the state," said Norris. 
     Norris, who has 31 years of military service, is the 
senior human resources officer in the headquarters' 
personnel section and responsible for coordinating and 
facilitating all personnel requirements related to mobi-
lizing and demobilizing soldiers in the state. 
     "CW4 Norris is a true professional and has been an 
invaluable member of this organization for over 30 
years," said Maj. Clint Shepherd, detachment command-
er for Joint Force Headquarters. "She is an extremely proficient and versatile leader with the ability 
to manage multiple tasks." 
     In addition to her full-time responsibilities, Norris also volunteers much of her free time to local 
organizations. She serves as the supervisory committee chair for Minuteman Federal Credit Union, 
member of the Southwest and Stevens Parent/Teacher Association, and volunteers for the Rush-
more Thunder Hockey and the Black Hills Rapids Soccer Club. 
     "Norris is a caring and compassionate leader who willingly gives of her time," said Col. John We-
ber, deputy chief of staff for personnel, JFHQ. "She is active in her community and fosters positive 
relationships between the community and the SDARNG." 
     "What I love most about serving in the National Guard is the ability to help people," said Norris. 
"There is nothing quite as rewarding as taking care of soldiers."  
     Other warrant officers representing their major command for this year's award competition 
were Warrant Officer Jason Bestgen, 109th Regional Support Group, and Chief Warrant Officer 2 
Brent Simon, 196th Maneuver Enhancement Brigade. 
     The CW4 Michael F. O'Connor Award was established in 2000 to recognize the most outstand-
ing South Dakota Army National Guard Warrant Officer of the past year. Criterion for the award is 
based on exceptional qualities of technical knowledge, leadership, dedication and initiative. 
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     The South Dakota National Guard announced a Spring-
field man as the 2016 recipient of the Lt. Col. John J. Steele 
Award, naming him the SDNG's Lieutenant of the Year.  
     First Lt. Alan Armstrong, who currently serves as the ex-
ecutive officer in the 200th Engineer Company in Pierre, 
was selected as the most exceptional lieutenant after com-
peting against lieutenants from several of the SDNG's major 
commands. 
     The award was presented by the National Guard Associ-
ation of South Dakota at its annual officers' conference in 
Rapid City, April 23. 
     "It was an honor to even compete for this award," said 
Armstrong. "This award is a direct reflection of the training 
and mentoring from my leaders and the support I have re-
ceived along the way from my family." 
     Armstrong, who has more than 12 years of service in the 
military - six of those years as a member of the South Dakota 
Army National Guard - first enlisted in the active duty Army 
as an indirect fire infantryman with Company B, 1st Battal-
ion, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment in Fort Bragg, 
North Carolina. After transferring the SDARNG in 2009, he 
enrolled in the Officer Candidate School program and received his commission as a second lieu-
tenant in August 2012. 
     He served as a platoon leader (2012-2014) in the 211th Engineer Company in both Madison 
and De Smet before moving to his current position. 
     In addition to his responsibilities in the National Guard, Armstrong not only ranches near 
Springfield for himself but assists some neighbors with their ranching and farming operations. He 
is also employed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and Natural Resources Conservation Ser-
vice as a soil conservationist. 
     Armstrong is an active member in his local church, the American Legion Post 132, and volun-
teers his time at various community events. 
     "The support my wife and I receive from our National Guard family is beyond remarkable," said 
Armstrong. "I am proud to be a member of such a great organization. I look forward to many more 
years of service with the soldiers I have the privilege to lead and serve with." 
     Other officers representing their major command for this year's award competition were 1st Lt. 
Joshua Nelson, 114th Fighter Wing, and 1st Lt. Terry Berndt, 109th Regional Support Group. 
     The Lt. Col. John J. Steele Award was established in 1968 to annually recognize the most out-
standing lieutenant in the South Dakota National Guard. Selection is based on exceptional quali-
ties of leadership, values and performance. 

Armstrong named sd guard lieutenant 

of the year 
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May 5—Vietnam War Memorial Exhibit Dedication—Custer County Court House Museum (411 W. Mount 

Rushmore Road) - Custer—10:00 am (MT) 

May 10—SDDVA Mini Conference—Rapid City—TREA—1981 Centre Street 

May 11—SDDVA Mini Conference Pierre—American Legion Post 8—520 S. Pierre Street 

May 12—SDDVA Mini Conference—Brookings–City/County Building—520 3rd Street—Suite 300 

May 13—Improving Combat Veteran Care Conference—University Center—Sioux Falls—8:00 am (CT) 

May 14—South Dakota Vietnam Veterans of America Meeting/Election—Post 8 American Legion—Pierre 

 (election at 11:00 am (CT) and meeting at 1:00 pm (CT) 

May 14—2nd Annual PVA Poker Run and Concert—Sanford Pentagon—Sioux Falls  

May 14—Armed Forces Day—Brookings VFW Post (520 Main Avenue) 10:00 am—4:00 pm (CT) 

May 17—WWII Veterans Luncheon—TREA (1981 Centre Street—Rapid City) 11:00 am (MT) 

May 18-19—SDCMF Symposium—Black Hills State University Center—Rapid City 

May 23—Town Hall and Ceremony to Honor Vietnam Veterans—Rapid City VFW (420 Main St) 4:00 pm (MT) 

Jun. 9-12—VFW State Convention—The Lodge at Deadwood 

Jun. 14—Vietnam War Veterans Recognition—Custer Jr/Sr. High School (1645 Wildcat Lane) - 9:30 am (MT) 

Jun. 14—Vietnam War Veterans Recognition—Michael J. Fitzmaurice State Veterans Home (2500 Minnekahta 

Avenue) - Hot Springs - 1:30 pm (MT) 

Jun. 16-19—American Legion State Convention—Ramkota—Watertown 

Jun. 29—Black Hills Veterans Job Fair—Central States Fair Grounds (915 Centre Street) - 11:00 am (MT) 

Jul. 1—Buffalo Chip Annual Flag Raising Ceremony—West Gate Entrance off Ft. Meade Way—6:00 pm (MT) 

Jul. 11—BHNC Unaccompanied Veterans Memorial Service—9:00 am (MT) 
Jul. 23-24—Sioux Falls Air Show 
Aug. 22-25—SDDVA Annual Benefits School—Pierre Ramkota 
Oct. 3—BHNC Unaccompanied Veterans Memorial Service—9:00 am (MT) 
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